SUMMARY We screened 569 children with acute onset diarrhoea from five Italian towns for heat stable enterotoxin produced by Escherichia coli. We compared an enzyme linked immunoabsorbent assay (ELISA) with the standard suckling mouse assay for detection of the enterotoxin. A total of 31 (5-4%) children were found who had strains of E coli that produced heat stable enterotoxin: 26 strains were positive in both tests, four only in the suckling mouse assay, and one only in the ELISA. Compared with the suckling mouse assay the sensitivity of the ELISA was 87% and the specificity was 99*8%. The mean age of the children with E coli that produced heat stable enterotoxin was 22 months. Fifteen (48%) of the children had ingested potentially contaminated food and five (17%) had a previous contact with someone with diarrhoea. The clinical picture was milder than that described in developing countries. Faecal osmolality and the osmolal gap were consistent with a secretory diarrhoea in 12 out of 15 (80%) of these children. The mean duration of the diarrhoea was five days. Heat stable enterotoxin produced by E coli is a common cause of mild diarrhoeal illness in Italian children.
Diarrhoea induced by heat stable enterotoxin is the result of a multistep process involving (after small intestinal colonisation and release of heat stable enterotoxin') the binding of the toxin to receptors located on the brush border of enterocytes,2 the activation of the guanylate cyclase-guanosine monophosphate (cGMP) system,3 and the resulting inhibition of sodium and chloride absorption alon with the stimulation of anion and water secretion. Diarrhoea induced by heat stable enterotoxin is therefore of the secretory type, no signs of inflammation or colon involvement being usually present.5
Escherichia coli that produce heat stable enterotoxin are among the most common aetiological agents of diarrhoea in developing countries.6-°S canty information is available, however, about their role in industralised countries. We have previously reported the isolation of E coli that produce heat stable enterotoxin in Naples, southern Italy, from less than 1% of children with acute gastroenteritis in two series of patients." 12 A similar frequency has been reported in Brescia, northern Italy. 3 Other investigators reported sporadic isolation from children with diarrhoea in Finland, ' The prevalence of strains of E coli that produce heat stable enterotoxin was 11% in children with infectious diarrhoea. They were the fourth most common infectious agent isolated from cases of intestinal infections after rotavirus (47%), campylobacter (17%), and salmonella (15%). In nine affected patients an associated pathogen was isolated: three had rotavirus, two salmonella, two campylobacter, one rotavirus and salmonella, and one rotavirus and campylobacter. A total of 26 strains of E coli were positive for heat stable enterotoxin in both ELISA and the suckling mouse assay, one only in the ELISA, four only in the suckling mouse assay (table 2). None of controls was positive for E coli that produce heat stable enterotoxin by either assay. Considering the suckling mouse assay as the standard test, specificity of the ELISA was 99-8% and sensitivity was 87%.
The seasonal pattern of E coli that produce heat The ELISA test used was rapid, easy to perform, reliable, and did not require sophisticated equipment. Four strains of E coli that produce heat stable enterotoxin were not detected by the ELISA whereas one was positive in the ELISA only. We have characterised an enterotoxin produced by Klebsiella pneumoniae, which behaves like the heat stable enterotoxin produced by E coli, but is not detected by the ELISA (manuscript in preparation). It is therefore possible that some differences in the primary sequence of the family of heat stable enterotoxins could affect their detection by monoclonal antibodies raised against pure heat stable enterotoxin from E coli. We do not have an explanation for the strain that was positive exclusively in the ELISA.
Even though the ELISA test did not detect about 10% of the heat stable enterotoxins detected by the suckling mouse assay, we believe that this is a good alternative to the latter and to the DNA probe, particularly when large numbers of samples are to be screened or if animals or radioisotopes are not available.
Conclusion
Heat stable enterotoxin produced by E coli is a common cause of acute watery diarrhoea in Italy. Contaminated food is likely to be the main source of infection. Younger infants are more susceptible to diarrhoea caused by heat stable enterotoxin produced by E coli. The symptomatology is usually milder in Italy than that described in developing countries. The symptomatology is milder than that associated with other aetiologies. Heat stable enterotoxin can be responsible for chronic diarrhoea. The ELISA test with monoclonal antibodies is a convenient and reliable tool for diagnosis.
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